The main aim of this research is to highlight the environment change indicators during the last 20 years in a representa-
Introduction
Environmental degradation caused by mankind's exploitation and regional climate changes has long been a severe problem in the world, especially in the arid and semiarid areas because of their ecosystems' vulnerability. [1] [2] [3] [4] [5] [6] [7] During the last half-century, especially the last 20 years, drastic environmental degradation has occurred owing to wars, which have invoked society's concerns. In the Basrah Province, like elsewhere in the world, environmental degradation can be classified into two categories, i.e. natural and anthropogenic. The former includes semi-tropical, arid, continental, and a monsoon climate. The latter involves population explosion and human activities.
[8]
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The formation of the fragile environment in southwest Iraq is a result of the long-term natural evolution, superimposed by human activities in recent times. Some of the main causes of environment degradation in Iraq are the overgrazing, misuse of the plant coverage, and sand dune formation. The movable sand dunes have direct effect on the infrastructure such as highways, railways, irrigation canals, agricultural soils, soil erosion, sand storms, as well as direct negative effect on the environment and human health.
[9] The continuous use of unsustainable practices, damage of the infrastructure during the War, and poor maintenance worsened by sanctions have caused a further soil and plant deterioration. Recent estimates showed that 75% of the total land in Iraq was arid and semiarid regions, and 50% of this land is subject to wind erosion, particularly in the south western part of the Iraq, where the degradation of land becomes a serious problem.
Baugh and Groeneveld [10] quantitatively evaluated fourteen vegetation indices (VIs) using a Landsat TM dataset spanning 17 years over the San Luis Valley, Colorado, USA, to find the best VI for use in sparsely vegetated arid regions. His results showed that the NDVI offset index is effective for use in the study regions. Remote sensing has long been recommended for its potential role to detect, map and monitor degradation problems with spatial and spectral resolution and for the detection of degraded areas including their spread effects with time. [11, 12] Raina, et al. [13] found in his study that the cultivation of marginal areas and overgrazing of pastures has resulted in degradation of land. Accelerated wind erosion on sandy surfaces and water erosion on the shallow soils of piedmont areas are both common. Landsat Thematic Mapper sub-scenes have been used to map the type, extent and degree of degradation. In an area of over 5000 km 2 , 42% was affected by wind erosion and 50% by accelerated water erosion. A quarter of the whole area needs urgent attention for soil conservation. Begzsuren [14] studied the land degradation and desertification at Bulgan area, Mongolia, using a remote-sensing technique. He applied many soil and vegetation indices in his study. His results showed that the land degradation in the study area increased from 1990 to 2005, and 94% of the area is considered to be degraded to varying degrees. The objectives of this study are to present an overview of environment degradation processes and to investigate the extent and magnitude of degradation in selected areas in the southern parts of Iraq as well as to define the causes of environment degradation. (Fig.1) . To study the land use/cover change, the Districts of Basrah, Abu Al-Khaseeb, Fao, Al Midaina, Al-Qurna, Al-Zubair, and Shatt Al-Arab were selected as a study area. The Districts are situated in the southern parts of Iraq. Average population growth was estimated at 3.6% in the period 1990-2003. The soil of Iraq is considered as sedimentary soil, especially in the central and southern parts. The annual humidity is less than 50% and remains less than 30% during the daytime. The average evaporation exceeds 2450 mm per year with average annual rainfall less than 100 mm. The desert plants are adapted to these variations of meteorological factors and represent 66% of the total cover; these plants begin to grow immediately after rainfall and complete their life cycle by the end of the rainy period, and soon after, the temperature begins to rise. In recent years, along with the increase of population, economic development, improvement of investment 
